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McGilvray Road Bridge No. 1 ) —
{(Van Ioon Wildlife Area Bridge)
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On an abandoned road spanning a Black River tributary
in the Van Loon Wildlife Area, 9 miles north of La
Crosse, lLa Crosse County, Wisconsin

UT™: #1 ~ 15.635640.4875360 to
#6 - 15.633395.4875680
Quad: Galesville

1906

La Crosse Bridge & Steel Company
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Paedesgtrian bridge

In 1897, Charles M. Horton of Minnesota received a
patent for an improvement on trusses and bridges.
According to Horton, riveted and bolted connections
perforated the metal, needlessly weakening the joints.
Inzstead, he claimed, one could sirengihen a bridge by
substituting alternative devices, such as hook-clips,
for the rivets and bolts. The la Crosse Bridge and
Steel Company of La Crosse, Wisconsin, obtained the
rights to manufacture Horton's bridge design, when the
firm incorporated in 1900. Between 1905 and 1908, the
company erected five, possibly six, patent bowstring
bridges along the McGilvray Road. This frequently
traveled highway served as a natural transportation
route from the city of ILa Crosse to the northwestern
part of Wisconsin,

The McGilvray Read bridges are five of only seven
remaining bowstrings in the State. They are one of the
few surviving records documenting L& Crosse Bridge and
Steel Company bridge-building activity and possibly

the only remaining examples of Charles M. Horton's
patented bridgze designs. In addition, this section of
the Mc@ilvray Road provided the basis of a local
controversy that resulted in legislative action and
judicial intervention.

Diane Kromm
Wiscongin Historic Bridges Project
Summer 1987

C.j?\ "biﬂ_
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Ia Crosse County lies in the western part of Wisconsin along the Mississippi
River. The Black River forms the northwest boundary, the Mississippi River is
on the west, and the lLa Crosse River crosses the county from the east to the
west. These rivers have numerous tributaries, causing the land to be low and
marshy. The Black River, also bordering the southeastern part of Trempealeau
County, formed a natural obstacle to transportation routes leading to the
northwestern part of Wisconsin. Economically, the region developed around the
city of La Crosse, located to the south of the Black River. The lumber
industry initiated the city's early growth; eventually, commercial and
manufac{uring enterprises turned it into a marketing and transportation
center.

Buring most of the nineteenth century, ferries transported the public across
the Black River. In 1852, Alexander McGilvray arrived from Scotland and
established a settlement along the Black River in Trempealeau County. The
small village, eventually consisting of a store, hlacksmith shop, school and
inn, became known as McGilvray's Ferry. Within two years, he established a
ferry service, the MeGilvray Ferry, that operated until 1892, when a newly-
constructed bridge made the service obsolete.2 Three yearg after the ferry
service was put into operation, some individuals considered erecting a bridge
at McGilvray Ferry. On March 5, 1857, the Wisconsin State Legislature passed
an Act permitting Alexander MeGilvray and his associates to construct a toll
bridge across the Black River, providing the bridge was at least 16 feet wide
and did not obstruct river passage to rafts, keel-boats, flat-boats, or
steamboats, Log jams interrupted the ferry service for three to seven months
out of the year; perhaps MeGilvray considered a bridge advantageous, since 1t
would %llow for year-round transportation. The bridge apparently was never
built.

Mc@ilvray Road and Bridges

Over the decades, the matter of building a bridge across the Black River took
cn increasing importance for the residents of Trempealeau and La Crosse
counties., TIn 1882, for example, committees from both county boards met to
discuss the practicality of constructing a bridge to link the two communities.
On February 14, 1882, they met at three potential sites. The committees
congidered McGilvray's Ferry the most desireable location, being the natural
outlet of Trempealeau valley. But they disqualified the site because the east
gide of the river was low, swampy, and subject to overflow. They declared
Gordon's Ferry impractical since 1) it was located too far up the river to be
convenient to most Trempealeau, and 2) the great width of the river would have
required an expensive bridge. A slight majority of the joint committee favored
Gale's Ferry, a location that required the shortest span and had a narrower
marsh area (bottons) on the east side of the river than at the McGilvray site.
The only problem was a ridge on the Trempealesu side, rumning parallel with
the Black River and complicating the western apprcach. For reasons never
recorded, the La Crosse Board of Bupervisors considered it imperative to
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establish a bridge between the counties, preferably at McGilvray's Ferry. The
following month, they appropriated $1,000 toward the project, providing the
supervisors from Trempealeau County made a similar appropriation or authoriszed
bridge construction.4

Trempealeaun County failed to contribute any money toward the proposed bridge,
the beginning of a pattern that would continue throughout the next four
decades., Four year later, a group of citizens from Trempealeau County
petitioned the La Crosse Board of Supervisors to build a bridge at McGilvray's
Ferry. The following year, residents from the township of Holland (La Crosse
County) and the Caledonia Township (Trempealeau County) made similar pleas.

In 1887, the La Crosse County Board of Supervisors attempted for the second
time to raise funds for constructing a bridge across the river, this time at
or near Gale's Ferry. Trempealeau County supervisors, once again, made no
effort to contribute financial assistance.

Despite the lack of support, the la Crosse superviscrs persisted. In December
1890, they appropriated, for a third time, $1,000 to build a wagon bridge over
the Black River. Unlike previous years, the Board agreed %o accept from any
outside sources and considered building the bridge anywhere between McGilvray's
Ferry and North Bend. They also appointed a special committee to examine the
most feasible location for the bridge and estimate the project cost., On

March 10, 1830, the special committee, along with members from several
Trempealeau County townships and the city of La Crosse Common Council and
Board of Trade, assembled at the propoesed locations. The special committee
recommended Gordon Place as the hest location, particularly because 1t would
provide a safe crossing throughout the year. At this point, the river was 335
feet wide, with eight rods of low land on the west side of the river, with
high, rocky banks. The river width at Gale's Ferry was 200 feet {stone bank
on the west side), allowing the bridge to be built in one span. The road
through the bottoms on the east side, however, ran three-fourths of a mile,
needed to be raised four feet, and required 100 feet of bridging. 4s in 1882,
the committee considered McGilvray's Ferry the least desireable site. The
river measured 300 feet, presumably requiring a two-span bridge. The two-mile
road across the hottoms had to be raised seven feet, riprapped, and 200 feet
of bridging installed over the slough ways.6

The matter of raising money for the bridge project had halted previous plans
to build a bridge. The County Black River committee then solicited funds from
a variety of sources. Representatives from the city of La Crosse were
enthusiastic %o have a bridge erected over the Black River. The mayor of

Ta Crosse initially proposed contributing $5,000 in assistance. Members of
the La Crosse Common Council felt that a bridge was of great importance to the
city and warranted a generous contribution. However, they reduced the
appropriation to $2,500. The Black River Improvement Company offered $1,500.
The townships of Caledonia and the Black River Log-Driving Association each
contributed $l,OOO. Combined with the La Crosse County allocation of $2, 000,
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the Black River Comnmittee raised $7,500. For reasons that remain unclear,
Trempe$1eau County supervisors still refused to consider appropriating any
mOney.

The Black River Committee decided to erect the bridge at McGilvray's Ferry,
perhaps because the La Crosse mayor, La Crosse city engineer, and the La Crosse
Board of Trade favored this location. At this point, the Board of Supervisors
in La Crogsge County made a decision they would later regret. After receiving
a petition from 75 freeholders of the town of Holland, they unanimously agreed
to lay and mgintain the road through the hottoms leading to the east side of
the bridge.The residents of the town of Holland considered it essential to make
the road a county responsibility, since the township algo maintained roads to
Gale's Ferry and Gordon's Ferry.8

By the end of May 1891, the speciazl bridge committee initiated the project.

The previous month, the Wisconsin lLegislature had passed another Act permitting
Ia Crosse County and Trempealeau County to build a wagon bridge across the
Black River between Gordon's Ferry and Mc@Gilvray's Perry. The only stipulation
was that the bridge have sheer booms or some way to allow logs and rafts to
pass through. Four companies bid on the Black River Bridge construction: the
A. S. Bayne Bridge Company ($8,000), the Chicago Bridge Company ($8,498), the
Wisconsin Bridge Company {($8,497), and the Clinton Bridge Company ($8,500).

The Board awarded the contract to the lowest bidder, the Clinton Bridge
Company, who agreed to complete the bridge by the end of the year. At the

game time, the gpecial committee, along with a civil engineer, located the
proposed road leading to the east side of the bridge. The town of Holland had
raintained a road, the McGilvray Road, leading to the ferry. The committes
chosgse to relocate the road, so that it ran several rods north of the old roagd
for about half a mile, then c¢rossed the old road, and ran along the south of
it., The township of Caledonia was responsible for constructing a suitahle
roadbed on the west side of the bridge.9

Progress on the bridge procesded only slightly behind scheduls. By the end of
December, the gtringers were laid on the trestle work and 50,000 feet of
lumber had arrived. By the end of January, the eylinders were finished, the
fal sework and traveler built, and the members ready to be assembled. Rising
water temporarily delayed filling the c¢ylinders with concrete. It also
temporarily halted workers from clearing the east end reoad. In addition, an
accident caused further delay. In mid-February, the traveler ran off its
track, throwing down several iron rods. An iron post broke and a worker
guffered a broken arm. '

Workers completed the Black River Bridge, eventually called the McGilvray
Bridge, on February 20, 1892. The steel bridge was a 250 foot span, set on
cylinder piers 4-1/2 feet in diameter, with 250 feet of trestle approach. The
cost of the bridge reached $7,650. The La Crosse supervisors also appropriated
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$2,000 to build the new MeGilvray road and bridges. A few days after the main
bridge was com{leted, workers finished riprapping the road and erecting eight
pile bridges.!

Almost immediately, discussion began on building a bridge at Gordon's Ferry,
one of the alternative sites. Trempealean County offered to contribute $1,000
to the project. A special committee from the Ia Crosse Board of Supervisors
reevaluated the site. Three hundred and fifty voters from the townships of
Gale and Ettrick petitioned the la Crosse Board. Another petition came from
residents of the city of la Crosse. In 1895, plans to erect the Gordon's
Ferry Bridge went into effect.l?

McGilvray Road Maintenance Problems

At the same time that plans were getiing underway for the Gordon's Ferry
Bridge, La Cross County was experiencing problems with maintaining the
McGilvray Road. Between May 17-21, 1895, the Black River rose suddenly to an
unusually high level. The excessive force of water washed out several pile
bridges and undermined the riprapping. The new bridge had to built, since the
washout caused an additional opening, and three other bridges needed to be
repaired. As a precaution, the Special Committee on the McGilvray Road and
Bridge had workers install extra long poles and build the bridges one foot
above grade. The only problem that the committee encountered was preventing
the public from travelling the road when it was ungafe and virtually
impassable. The La Crosse Board of Supervisors expended at least $150 annually
for mending washouts, riprapping and repairing bridges. They soon began to
object to having sole responsibility for maintaining the main MeGilvray Bridge.
In 1897, Trempealeau County made a rare offer by appropriating $85 towards its
maintenance. The following year, the Ia Crosse Supervisors declared the
McGilvray Bridge Jjoint property of la Crosse County and the town of Caledonia,
Trempealeau County, and requested that the township assume one-half the
expenses. Despite these attempts, la Crosse continued to pay nearly all the
expenses.

Continued flooding created problems of erosion along MeGilvray Road and further
damaged the pile bridges. In 1903, the chairman of the La Crosse Board of
Supervisors appointed a committee to inspect the condition of the bridges.
Committee members found the bridges generally in good shape, although they did
recommend raising the third bridge from the east, since it had sunk slightly.
Some of the bridges needed new planks and a new bridge would be needed to
replace the first bridge from the east. The committee also suggested that two
or three of the small bridges next to the main bridge were unnecessary and
could be filled in.l4
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Building Permanent Bridges

In November 1903, the chairman appointed another committee to investigate the
advigability of building permanent bridses on Mc@ilvray Road. At this time,
the road wae approximately two miles in length with 1,205 lineal feet of bridge
floor. Including the main bridge, ten different spans lined the road, with
most spans ranging from 32 feet to 195 feet in length. The following month,

the special committee reported its findings. They agreed that Ia Crosse County
and the township of Caledonia in Trempealeau County should jointly keep the
main bridge in proper repair. They asked the district attorney to find a legal
Justification to excuse La Crosse County from having to absorb the total
expense. Most of the bridges, they claimed, were defective and would
eventually need to be rebuilt. The first span from the east was in
particularly dangerous condition. They recommended replacing it with a steel
bridge. Unlike the previous committee members, they discouraged closing the
two or three small bridges next to the river, since there would not be enough
room for water to pass through unless the other bridges were enlarged.l

Considering the financial commitment needed to erect permanent bridges along
the road and the legal obligation to maintain the main bridge, the supervisors
asked the special committee to consider the possibility of abandoning the road.
The following March, the committee isgued a detailed report on McGilvray Road
and the ten bridges. They found the bridges in fair to poor condition. Only
two bridges, Nos. 3 and 7, needed to be replaced immediately. Another two
bridges, Nos. 8 and 9, could be eliminated entirely (necessary only when
backwater was unusually high). Another suggestion included filling the center
of the road with clay or gravel, although this improvement could be delayed.
Most important, the committee considered it impractical to vacate the road for
several reasons. ¥First, people from la Crosse and Trempealeau counties still
traveled the road extensively. Second, the road was a natural transportation
route from the southern portion of La Crosse County to the northern and western
portion of the State. Third, the committee doubted whether state laws would
allow the county to discontinue a highway so long established and traveled .16

The La Cross Board of Supervisors agreed to continue the road and install a
series of permanent bridges, In November 1904, the board appropriated $3,000
to build two steel bridges in places of Nos. 3 and 7. The following month,
the la Crosse Bridge and Street Company submitted a successful bid (2,970) for
the project and, by March 25, 1905, they completed the bridges.17 Having
replaced bridges No. 3% and 7, the committee had eliminated the bridges in the
worat condition. Over the next three years, members of the special committee
on the Mc@ilvray Road turned their attention to replacing the other wooden
structures. In November 1905, the board allocated $3,200 toward erecting a
130-foot steel bridge in place of bridge No. 1. Several companies submitted
bids:
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Continental Bridge Co. {for two 65~f00t BPANE) v rnenrnrranes $3 730.00
Hennepin Bridge Co. (for one 130-foot SPan) .....esvesvessss $4,837.00
Clinton Bridge Co. (for two 65-f00t SPANS) veveeeveeernrseees $3,750,00
Clinton Bridge Co. {for one 130-f00t SPAN) svvesverennsssan. $4,600,00
Wisconsin Bridge Co. {for two 65-T00T SPANS) ceuveeereorerons $3 870.00
La Croese Bridge & Steel Co. {for two 65-foot spans) ..eees. i3 ,655.00
La (rosse Bridge & Steel Co. (for one 130-foot span) ....... $4,450.00
A. Y. Bayne & Co. {for two 65-foot Spans) .cuieerrsensrneeras $3,990.00

A. Y. Bayne & Co. (for one 130-foot SPAN) +eseesnvonvarsanes $4,675.00

The La Crosse Bridge & Steel Company, having submitted the lowest bid, received
the contract for a patent bridge of two 65-foot spans, at a cost of $3,600.18
One year later, the la Crosse Bridge & Steel Company fulfilled another
contract: a two span steel bridge, 65 feet each with 16-foot roadway, and
concrete floor, for $4,380. It apparently replaced bridge No. 4. On April 9,
1908, the committee approved yet another bridge, this one replacing bridge

No. 2. At a cost of $4,000, the La (Crosse Bridge & Steel Company erected a
two-span bridge, each gpan measuring 70 feet, with cement floor. By 1908,

five steel bowstring bridges, possibly six, lined McGilvray Road: Bridge No. 1
(1906); Bridge No. 2 (1908); Bridge No. 3 (190%); Bridge No. 4 (1907); Bridge
No. 5 {unknown); and Bridge No. 6 (1905).19 %o written records indicate
whether a ateel bridge was built at the site of Bridge No. 5. Until recently,
a wooden kingpost spanned the channel, possibly erected c. 1920.

Controversy Develops Over Maintaining Road

Bven with the permanent bridges, the McGilvray Road coantinued to be a financial
burden on la Crosse County. In the summer of 1905, three months after the
first two steel bridges were installed, the rising Black River severely damaged
the road. The water washed out openings totalling 988 feet in length and an
average of 5-2/3 feet deep. Repairs totalled nearly $1,000. In addition, the
main bridge required extensive maintenance. Im 1908, the lLa Crosse County
spent $2,014.25 for steel I-beams {supplied by the La (rosse Bridge and Steel
Company), new railing, "eteel bents," and new flooring.20

In 1910, the La Crosse Board of Supervisors voted to compel Trempealesu County
authorities to defray expenses of maintaining the McGilvray Bridge. If they
refused to cooperate, la Cross County would consider abandoning the McGilvray
Bridge and road. The town of Caledonia agreed to maintain the road and
approach to the main bridge, but Trempealeau County supervisors, by a narrow
majority, refused to accept the bridge as joint property. In an attempt to
gsettle the dispute, the La Crossge County supervisors agreed to submit the
matter to the Wisconsin State Legislature, asking this body to determine how
and by whom Joint county roads and bridges should be maintained. Within a
nonth, the State lLegislature passed an act relating to highway and bridges on
town lines. According to the law, any bridge over a river forming a boundary
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between two counties should be maintained by the adjoining munieipalities. If
an adjoining municipality failed to cooperate, the other municipality could
close the bridge.21 The Trempealeau County Supervisors ignored the judicial
ruling and, once again, refused to assume any portion of the cost of
maintaining the road, bridge, or approaches. In frustration, Ia Crosse County
Board members voted to temporarily cloge the main bridge until the Trempealeau
supervisors agreed to assume one-half the expense of maintenance. If
Trempealeau failed to respond, the La Crosse Supervisors threatened to
initiate proceedings to permanently discontinue the road and bridges. To
compl%gate matters, in October 1911, a flood severely damaged McGilvray

Road.

The controversy continued to develop over the next nine years. During much of
that time, the McGilvray bridge and road was impassable io traffic, because it
of out of repair. The La Crosse County supervisors repeatedly voted down
resolutions to repair the road and bridges. Only occasionally did they
authorize money for minor repairs. The Trempealeau County supervisors
suggested that the respective counties include the McGilvray Road on a list of
prospective s2tate highways., TFor unexplained reasons, the La Crosse supervisors
refused to consider this alternstive until two years later.25

Frustrated county residents petitioned and sought court orders to force the
county to reopen the road. In December 1911, several residents from the town
of Caledonia appeared before the la Crosse Board, requesting that some action
be made to repair and improve the McGilvray Road and bridge. After the County
Highway Commissioner refused to repalr the road, claiming it was not a county
road, 1a Crosse county residents initiated legal proceedings against the
commissioner to compel the county to reopen the roasd. A 1914 Wisconsin Suprenme
Court decision declared the MeGilvray Road was a county road and held the
county board responsible for maintenance (although the ruling did not compel
the county supervisors to open it).24

The La Crosse supervisora ignored the Supreme Court ruling. They chose,
ingtead, to eliminate the problem entirely by reverting sole control of the
road to the Holland Township, effective September 22, 1914. To justify their
action, they cited the provisions of Section 1310 of the 1914 Wisconsin laws.
The town of Holland refused to acknowledge the notice, considering it legally
invalid,2>

In 1915, the Wisconsin State Legislature passed another act relating to the
maintenance of bridges between two counties. Unlike the first aect, this law
compelled the counties to jointly maintain the bridge. Thisg legal mandate
finally prompted the Trempealeau County supervisors to take action., Initially
hesitant, they agreed to appoint a committee and hire an engineer %o determine
the cost of repair. One month later, still no action had taken place. A
frustrated town of Caledonia resident served a notice to the county officers
demanding they ablde by the law and immediately repair the bridge and approach.
By the end of the year, Trempealeau County supervisors established a committee
to meet with a similar committee from the La Crosse Board 4o determine the cost
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of repairs of the McGilvrey Bridge. The joint meeting failed toc resoplve the
dispute. Members of Trempealeau County Committee declared the La Croasse
proposals unfair. They claimed that La Crosse County would not appropriate one
cent to repair the main bridge unless Trempealeau County paid a proportionate
share of repair on the MeGilvray approach. Both committees agreed to have the
districet attorneys reach an agreement. No action apparently took place.26

Two years later, the Wisconsin Supreme Court issued a mandamus, compelling the
Board of Supervisors in Ia Crosse to repair and rebuild the MeGilvray Bridge.
The supervisors, however, continued to avoid the expense of repairing,
rebuilding, and maintaining the bridge and road. This time, they devised =z new
political maneuver. They tried a claim that the bridge and road were
unnecessary for public travel and did not meet the interests of La Crosse
Coungg residents, serving only to burden individuals with an unreasonable

tax.

The bridge and road continued to deteriorate, making travel increasingly
hazardous. Representatives of the town of Holland, worried that a traveler
would sustain a serious injury and sue the town or county for damages, held a
special meeting on January 4, 1919. Town residents voted to hire an attorney
to compel the county to repair and maintain the rcad. Section 1310 of the
Wisconsin statutes, however, raised some doubt as to whether the county or
township was ultimately responeible. Township residents reminded the county
supervisors that 75 freeholders originally had petitioned against the new road
and that the county had agreed to lay and maintain it. 1In the meantime, 53
merchants petitioned the board to repair the Mc@ilvray bridge and road. The
supervieora refused to act on the petition, claiming the recad waa a town
responsibility and seldom traveled by the public., They chose, instead, to
axploit the ambiquity of the Wisconain statutes, As in 1914, they passed a
reeclution reverting sole control of the MeGilvray Read to the town of
Holland, effective September 5, 1919.28

McGilvray Road Abandonment Hearings

To rasolve the dispute, the town of Holland initiated a law sult against

La Crosae County. On July 21, 1919, a circuit court Jjudge determined that the
Mc@Gilvray Road was indeed a county road and the county needed to put it in
proper repair. A writ of mandamus required the board to take immediate action.
In accordance with the Jjudicial decieion, a supervisor raisad a resclution to
appropriate $10,000 for the repair of the road, its embankment, culverts, and
bridges. On the same day, the county board received a petition from
thirty-four La Crosse County reeidents (one-half from the town of Holland),
requesting that the board discontinue the Mc@Gilvray Road. The County Board
decided to hold an abandonment hearing on the Me@ilvray road and bridges,
scheduled for October 2, 1919.29
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If ths abandonment hearing was intended to discontinue the use of McGilvray
Road, it failed. Instead, it seemed to reinforce public dssire to keep the
road open. Hssidents who owned property which was accessible only by the
McGilvray Road objected to the closing for several reasons. First, it would
dspreciate the value of their land. The town of Holland had kept the old
McGilvray Road to the ferry in passable condition. Frequently out of repair,
the new McGilvray Road had caused these landowners large sypense and much
inconvenience. Second, they argued, the cost of damages in discontinuing the
road would exceed the expsnse of repsiring the embankment and approaches.
Ssvanty residents from ths town of Holland also raised objections to giving up
McGilvray Road. First, they agreed that the cost of damages would exceed the
cost of putting ths road in passable condition. Second, they feared that
payment of damages would be imposed on the Holland taxpayers alone. Third,
the highway was a main traveled road long before the county constructed the
new McGilvray reoad. If the road were repaired, it would become once again the
main transportation route between Trempealeau County and the city of La Crosse.
Fourth, travel betwesn Winona, Minnesota, and La Crosse was increasing, due to
the growing use of sutomobiles and trucks. Motorists would travel the
McGilvray Road because it was the most convenisnt location. Ths clogzest
alternative crossing, Hunter's Bridge, was seven miles away. Last, they
questioned whether legal obstacles would prevent ths closing of the rosd.
Discontinuing it would cause damage and inconvsnience, but it was not a solely
a county decision, sincs the highly-traveled rosd extended into other towns
and counties. The board concluded it was inadvisable to close the McGilvray
Road. By a narrow majority, the supervisors denied the original petition %o
¢lose the road. They voted to spend $10,000 on repairs, as outlined in a set
of plans and specification that engineer Walter S. Woods hagd prepared.30

After a spring flood in 1920 further damaged the road, supervisors introducsd
a resolution for the county to appropriate a sum, not to exceed $1,000, to
repair the damage done to the road. At the =mams session, the board approvsd
the $10,000 sum to Eugene Whitbeck, contractor, for completing the repair work
on the road, including painting the bridges, grading, and riprapping. While
the road was under repair, the road and bridge committee had made several minor
changes in the plans, All fill, whether replaced or new, had to be 18 feet in
width when completed. 3Bridge No. 5 would remain in its original location.

The contractor also substituted a spile bridge in placs of filling at one
location (a division engineer prepared the specifications for the bridge).
Except for the necessity of a sEils bridge or fill next to Bridge No. 5, all
the repair work was completed.?

Me@ilvray Road Reverts to State Highway Systsm

Almost immediately after masking the repairs, the board votsd to try again to .
turn control of the road over the *town of Holland. ¥For justification, they
again cited section 1310, this time from the revised Wisconsin statutss for
1919, In May 1919, the resclution lost to a tie vote. However, the following
November, the supervisor unanimously agreed to revert the road to the sole
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control of the town of Holland, to be effective December 20, 1920. For the
first time in 28 years, the county succesafully removed their obligation to
maintain the McGilvray Road. Except for $1,103.72, allocated the following
year for labor and materizl on the McGilvray apgroach, all mention of the
McGilvray Road dropped from the county records.’2

Reaction to the transition from the town of Holland is unclear but, in 1927,
Wisconsin incorporated the McGilvray Road into the state trunk highway systen.
On June 4, 1926, the Wisconsin Highway Commission held a hearing in Holmen,
¥Wieconsin, to consider adopting changes in the etate trunk highway syetem.

La Crosse County residents attended, including a large delegation from the
villages of Galeaville and Trempealeau in Trempealeau County. Among other
changes, the commiseion decided to alter State Prunk Highway No. 162. - Since
1923, this highway had extended through the village of New Amsterdam, across
the Black River bottoms, and into the village of Trempealeau. The commission
removed this portion of the highway and replaced it with the McGilvray Road.
The commiesion apparently changed the route to accommodate a new layout to the
Hunter Bridge. The new highway extended via the MeGilvray Road to U. S.
Highway 53 about four miles north of Holmen. 3

In 1933, the state highway commiesion virtually reestablished the original 1925
layout, excluding the MeGilvray Road. The McGilvray Road continued in service,
however, as the State maintained it as a detour route. In the early 1940s,

the highway commission determined that the existing bridges were unsafe for
gtate trunk highway traffic and rerouted the detour north of Mc@Gilvray Road.

As 8 maintasined detour, the road had been eligible for maintenance, but not
eligible for reconstruction or improvement.34 (ontrol of the road

apparently revertsd back to La Crosse County.

In 1949, the State Highway Commission proposed once again to change the
highway, now called Highway 93, in Trempealeau and La Crosse countiee, &
proposal that excluded McGilvray Road. The Ia Crosse District Attorney
advigsed the Ia Crosse County Board members to approve the new location. He
anticipated community action to resist the proposed change because it did not
include the M¢Gilvray Road. Such action, he claimed, would be futile.
Although earlier suits for opening the road had been won, they had not
coneidered the provision that a new location would he subetituted. Despite
his argument, the board refused to approve the new highway location. Three
months later, the board unanimously refused to consider their earlier decision.
In Novambsr, a supervisor propoeed reopening the MeGilvray Road across tha
Black River for light or limited traffic. Trempealeau County and Ia Crosse
County highway committeee had jointly closed the MeGilvray Road to traffic,
also called County Trunk Highway "XA"; therefore, he claimed, they had the
power to reopen the road. Closing the road had created a hardship for
residents in the southern part of Trempealeau County in gaining access to the
city of La Crosse. In addition, Trempealeau County rasidents owning land in
the Black River bottoms for agricultural purposes had congsiderable difficulty
in reaching their property. Since it was unlikely that a new highway would ba
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conatructed in the near future, he encouraged committees from Trempealeaun and
La Croase counties to reopen the McGilvray Hoad across the Black Riwver bottoms,
imposing restrictions, such as weight, apeed, elc., as necessary. Apparently,
the board failed apparently to take action on the recommendation.

The following summer, another supervisor made a similar proposal to reopen the
road. This time, the board agreed to reconstruct the highway, appropriating
$75,000 to the project. The allocation was conditional, stipulating that 1)
Trempealeau County pay for part of the new bridge across the main channel of
tha Black Rivar and the antire cost of the west approach, and 2) the town of
Holland appropriate $10,000 toward the cost of reconstructing the highway and
bridges. On April 3, 1951, the town of Holland supervisors agreed to use
$10,000 to repair the McGilvray Road. Trempealeau County supervisors also
agreed to contribute to the new bridge. For the first time in 70 years, thsa
three local governments were willing to work together to maintain the McGilvray
Road. At this point, the State Highway Commission intervened and discouraged
their plana. In January 1951, the commission decided on the location for the
new highway, including the bridge crossing. After careful deliberation, the
members selected a route 1.5 milea south of McGilvray Road, from the village of
Trempealeau directly east to the U. 5. Highway 53, approximztely two miles
north of the village of Holmen. This apecial bridge project, including the
approach roadways, was approximately 5.5 miles in length and would cost
$900,000. The commisaion asked Trempealeau and L= Crosss counties to sach make
a $100,000 contribution toward the project. The commission selected the new
location because it would provide the most convenisnt traffic route for
residents of the village of Trempealeau. Their needs, according to the
commission, formed the primary justification for the improvement and held
priority over access to the bottomland along the river. Layout out the

highway along McGilvray Road would have added three extra miles of travel
distance for Trempealeau village residenta. The commission found no economic
Justification for the State to maintain two croasinga over the Black River and
bottomlands .36

The Highway Commission argumenta persuaded the Trempealeau and La Croase
county supervisors. That same month, the La Crosse supervisors abandoned the
McGilvray Road improvement project and appropriated $100,000 toward the
conatruction of the new road and bridge across the Black River bottom. Once
the town board of Holland agreed to take over the old McGilvray Road, the
county officially removed it from the county trunk highway system--Highway XA--
in September 1952. The new highway--Highway 93, also called the new McGilvray
Road--officially opened on November 17, 1953. During this period, the main
McGilvray Bridge was removed|

Van Loon Wildlife Area

Since 1947, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) had been
leasing the McGilvray bottoms as a public wildlife area for hunting and
fishing. ‘In 1957, the DHR started to purchase the property, acquiring 758
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acres acrogs the William Van Ioon estate. Eventually, it acquired the name
Van Loon Wildlife Area. By 1986, the Department accumulated 3,800 acres. The
wildlife area encompasses property from near Huntsr's Bridge in the north to
New Amsterdam in the south. A severe flood in 1970 damaged McGilvray Road,
washing out a culvert and damaging ths six bridges. Unable to afford to pay
for the road and bridge repair, the town of Holland quit-claimed the road and
bridges to the Wisconsin DNR in 1975. The DNR agreed to accept the rcad
becauge it bisected the wildlife arsa, Officials also considered the
steelgirdsrs structurally sound, although ths planks and approaches needed
maintenance. Five years later, the Wisconsin State Historic Preservation
0ffice submitted a successful nomination to have the six bridges listed on the
National Rsgister of Historic Places.

The bridges continued to fall into disrepair and were limited to psdssirian
traffic in recent years. 1In 1985, the DNR hired an Eau Clair enginsering firm,
Ayres and Associates, to inspsct the bridges, determine their safe load
carrying capacity, and estimate %the cost of repairs or new structures. The
inspection report recommendsd immediate repairs. Concerned about public
gafety, the DNR officially closed the roadway and bridges to psdestrian
traffic in October 1985. 1In March 1986, DNR personnel removed Bridge No. 5,
the wooden kingpost that had deteriorated beyond repair. Since 1982, the DNR
has rsplanked several bridges and repaired the approaches. Some DNR officials
have recommended removing the remaining bridges to avoid potential liability
problems.’8

Patented Bridge Design

While working as & manufactursr's agent in Duluth, Minnesota, Charles M. Horton
applied for a patent on an improvement in trusses and bridges. Ths patent,
igssued in 1897, related to bridge trusses, trussed beams, and supporting
columns or posts that virtually eliminatsd the use of rivets. According to
Horton, rivets needleszly weakened bridge connections by perforating the mstal.
Instead, devices such as msleeves, hangers, hook-clips, socket-supports, could
secure the various members., In addition, he suggested that designing the
bridge parts as simple as posgible would allow workers to quickly assemble the
structure without expensive machinery, tocls and labor., Horton claimed that
his design produced a strong, durable and light structure at a rslatively small
coat. He illustrated his patent with an arch truss bridge. The La Crosse
Bridgs & Steel Company employed his patent deaign in ths MeGilvray Road
Bridges.39

The following year, Horton movad to Superior, Wisconsin, whare he submitted

three more patent applications., Two of the patents, issued in 1898, related to
metal beams that eliminated rivets or bolts. Patent No. 608,861 consisted of a
metal box-beam in which ths flanges extended from the plates, forming & channel
that sscured the besms. Patent No. 611,202 followed the sams principle, using
a metal I-beam. In 1899, Horton receivsd his sscond patent for a bridge design
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(No. 621,672}, a Pratt through truss. ™This patent, as in his previous
inventions, limited the number of joints that punctured the metal., The top
chord incorporated hias idea for sscuring the parts of a box-beam without rivets
or bolts, instead using flange or rib extensions. This design used similar
devices, such as clips, as found in his first bridge patent. It is uncertain
whether the la Crosse Bridge & Stssl Company ever erected a bridge using this
design.40

Ia Croasse Bridge and Stesl Company

In 1899, Charles M. Horton movsd to la Crosse where he established & business
and began erecting bridges on a small secals. Perhaps he was attracted to the
area because a severe flood in ths spring of that year forced the replacement
of many bridges. Presumably, his business held potential because the
following year, the firm incorporated. On March 30, 1900, Charles M. Horton,
J. P. McDonough and John A. Elliott entered into an agreement to form the
Horton Bridgs & Steel Company, capital stock wvalued at $25,000. The company
was organized to manufacturs and ssll iron, stesl and other bridges or bridge
material, as wgll ag mamufacture, erect and construct all iron or steel
buildings. Btockholders includsd William Torrance, partner in a local steel
foundry, and the W. J. Solberg & Son, & local boiler manufacturing firm. By
using Horton's patented designs, ths company supposedly could build bridges
lighter, chsaper and sitronger than other companies.4l The boilgr-making
firm, W. J. Solberg & Son, agreed to furnish the new company with a building
on its company property. By the end of June, the plant was nearly finished
and the machinery about to be installed. The arrival of a large punch, bsing
manufactured in ths east, was dslaysd because of a strike. By mid-August, the
building was almost ready for occupancy. In the meantime, the company
continued to fulfill bridge contracts.4?

One year after the company incorporated, it reorganized. Charles M. Horton
left the company, selling his manufacturing rights and agreeing to receive
royalty payments from the firm. On April 16, 1901, the company stockholders
met and changed the name of the firm to the Lsa Crosse Bridgze and Steel Company.
William Torrance bscams company presidsnt and msnager. The company showed a
profit for the previous year, and the astockholders contemplated building a new
factory. Soon after William Torrance became mayor of La Crosse in 190%, J. F.
MeDonough assumed the position of president and director. Early on, the
company acquired & license to transact business in Minnesota as well as
Wisconasin. The capital stock remainsd at $25,000, until the company ceased
operations in 1915.43

Descriztion

The top chord of the McGilvray Road bridges consists of polygonal arched
I-beams. In an unusual pattern, the end curve inward (Horton's patent makes
no mention of this curvs). In several cases, large steel angles are wslded to
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the inside of the curve. The post ia actually riveted to a punched plate,

the hook~clips are numbered, each one designed for a specific location because
they are slightly wider toward the ends of the apan. The posts are not
vertical; instead, they lean off-center, radiating outward. Angle irons
provide sway bracing. The diagonals have loop-welded ends, an unusual feature,
considering the late construction date. Most of the diagonals consiast of
gquare eyebars, as do the bottom chords. The round diagonals contain
turnbuckles., U-bolts tie the cross beam to a bolt extending through the
stringers. Stiffening the panels, double or triple rows of angle irons form
railings that run the length of the spang. Bottom lateral bracing adds
additional support to several bridges. The structures rest on cylindrical
steel-encased piers.

The Tive bridges that line MeGilvray Road ars numbered consecutively one
through 8ix, including the demolished Bridge No. 5, from the east to the weat
end:

Bridge No. 1: Two-span bowstring with a wooden deck. The truss measure
1%4 feet long and 17 feet wide.

Bridge No. 2: Two-span bowstring with concrete jack arch deck. It is 141
feet in length and 17 feet in width. A timber ramp was
added to the east abutment to bridge a washout.

Bridge No. 3%: Single~span bowstring with timber deck. Steel girdef
approach extends from each end, It is 100 feet long and 17
feet wide.

Bridge No. 4: Two-span bowstring with concrete jack arch deck, The truss
measures 131 feet long and 17 feet wide.

Demolished in March 1986, It was a single-span woodsn

Bridge No. § .
kingpost, 65 feet in length and 17 feet in width,

Single-gpan bowstring with timber deck. Tt is 50 feet long
and 17 feet wide. The west abutment has failed, cauaing
the west end of the bridge to drop about four feet.

Bridge No. &
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